LECTURE NOTES ON MIRACLES

Consider how would you define miracles?
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.

Give an argument for the reality of miracles? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.

We are going to examine the case for miracles by examining (1) what a miracle is; (2) summarize three major arguments against miracles by “naturalists”; (3) give an argument for miracles.

1.  WHAT IS A MIRACLE?
A.
Atheist (now theist) Antony Flew once stated:  “A miracle is something which would never have happened had nature, as it were, been left to its own devises.”
 

B.
Atheist David Hume:  “Now a miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.  Yet these laws of nature are themselves established by firm and unalterable experience, so a miracle goes against the very evidence by which we determine matters of fact.  Thus we conclude that no human testimony is sufficient to establish the occurrence of a miracle unless the testimony is of such a kind that its being false would be more miraculous than the fact which it seeks to establish.
C.
Definitions:
A miracle may simply be defined as a special act of God that interrupts the natural course of events; “miracle is an event so unique or unusual, that, given all the circumstances, the best explanation is that God intervened directly.”  ~ Winfried Corduan.
2.
ARGUMENTS AGAINST MIRACLES:
There are three major arguments made against miracles:  (A) Improbability; (B) Violation of Natural Law; (C) Lack of Identifiability:

A. Improbability (David Hume, 1711-1776):

1. All knowledge is to some extent a matter of probability:

2. The Knowledge with the highest probability is knowledge of the laws of nature.

3. For any alleged miracle, it is more probable that the supposed witnesses were mistaken than that the laws of nature were violated.
Or let’s put it another way:

1.  Natural law is by definition a description of a regular occurrence.

2.  A miracle is by definition a rare occurrence.

3.  The evidence for the regular is always greater than that for the rare.

4.  A wise man always bases his belief on the greater evidence.

5.  Therefore, a wise man should never believe in miracles.

B.
       Violation of Natural Law (Alister McKinnon):

       1.
A miracle is a violation of a natural law.
2.
But it is impossible to violate the actual course of events (what is, is; what happens, happens).
3.  Therefore, miracles are impossible.
      
       Or, in a similar argument from the skeptic philosopher, Benedict Spinoza (1632-1677):

1. Miracles are violations of natural laws.

2. Natural laws are immutable.

3. It is impossible to violate immutable laws.

4. Therefore, miracles are impossible.

        C.        Lack of Identifiability (Former atheist Antony Flew):

      What is not identifiable has no evidential value.
                   1. 
A miracle must be identified (distinguished) before it can be known to have occurred).

                   2.    A miracle can be distinguished in one of two ways:  in terms of nature or in terms of the supernatural.

                   3.    To identify it by reference to the supernatural as an act of God begs the question.

                   4.   To identify it in reference to the natural event robs it of its supernatural activity.

                   5.   Therefore, miracles cannot be known to have occurred, since there is no way to   identify them.
3.
ARGUMENT FOR MIRACLES:

         A.  Arguments for Miracles:

1. If God exists, then miracles are possible.

2. Combining this argument with our 12-point apologetic methodology from Geisler & Turek:

     a.  If a theistic God exists, then miracles are possible.

                     b.  A miracle is a special act of God.

                     c.  God is the source and standard of all truth; he cannot err:

                     d.  Nor would a theistic God act to confirm something as true that was false.

 e. Therefore, true miracles in connection with a message confirm that message to be from God:  (a) The miracle confirms the message; (b) The sign confirms the sermon.  (c) An act of God confirms the Word of God.  (d) New revelation needs new confirmation.

B. Answering Objections:

All that is needed to counter an argument is disprove a premise within the argument.

1.        Counter-Example to Hume’s Probability argument:

a.  The evidence for the regular is not always greater than that for the rare:

2.
Critique:  


The issue is not whether an event is regular or rare-the issue is whether we have good evidence for the event; we must weigh evidence for the event in question.
       C.       How Can We Recognize a Miracle?

                   1.           Remember:  Not All Explanations Are Created Equal.

2. Superseding Miracle:  The event appears to defy known physical laws.
3. The Configuration Miracle:  Set of events that seem too improbable to come   together on the basis of coincidence alone 

4.
How Should We Then Live?

A.
If God exists, then miracles are possible.  The arguments for God’s existence (e.g., cosmological, teleological (Intelligent Design and Anthropic Principle), and moral law arguments) give a powerful cumulative case to many. Thus, many conclude we live in a theistic universe. 
B.
When one person looks at an event and says it is a miracle and another person looks at the same event and says it is not, who is right?  Who is to say that that one is right?  How can we recognize miracles on such a subjective basis? Remember, not all explanations are created equal. 
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